
Making Lovely Knowledge Difficult
1



Making Lovely Knowledge Difficult: Unfixing Identities through Close Literary Practices

Introduction

 
  Two of the authors 


(2002 ; Author 2, Davis, Filax, & Walsh, 2006) ADDIN EN.CITE  and Author 3 (2004; Author 3, Catlin, & Kocher, 2008) have written extensively about the usefulness of reading in identity work. Curious to see what would happen if a new dimension, which they call ‘close writing’ (in imitation of Gallop’s  2000 ‘close reading’), was added to the mix, they invited Author 3, a published memoirist, to join them in establishing a research group that would work with both reading and writing. 

 The research questions were as follows:

1) How do identifications with literary and other fictions influence the personal and cultural stories people remember and report about their experiences of consciousness? 
2) What happens to personal remembered experiences when normalized stories of personal and cultural identity are re-presented through literary fictional forms? 
3) Can changing one’s fictional identifications change one’s remembered history and, if so, how do these changes influence one’s sense of presently-lived identity?

Theoretical Framework


Fixing and Unfixing Identities


 
Though all the women identify in many other ways, they are clear that their identifications as ‘lesbians’ and as ‘old’ have been important components in their perceptions of identity. They also perceive the cultural context in which they came out to be a significant location. Research has demonstrated that despite shifts in societal awareness, sexist and heterosexist discourses continue to influence the ways that GLBT persons experience and represent their lives 


(Bryson and de Castell, 1993; Lather, 2006; Loutzenheiser, 2001; Author 2 et al., 2006) ADDIN EN.CITE . The three identifications foregrounded in this research (old, female, and lesbian) are both over- and under-determined (Althusser, 1962; S. Hall & Du Gay, 1996; Author 2 et al., 2006) by such discourses. The states of being old, gay, and female have served as sites of ethical, scientific, political, and cultural controversy, and they been performed in widely different ways.  


The women in the research group have had few opportunities to unpick these complications by viewing varied representations of their experiences in mainstream culture.  As Stuart Hall points out (1996, p. 4), when identifications are “in the process of change and transformation, “writing about self is always conducted under erasure”. What Cvetkovich (2003, p. 241) terms “institutional neglect” has rendered lesbian experience particularly invisible. It is therefore necessary, she argues, to create an “archive of feelings” – cultural texts that represent the vibrancy of queer culture and allow it to be more systematically examined (ibid, p. 7). 


Becoming Unhinged

 The roles of narrative as a way of understanding ourselves have been the subject of much debate (Barthes, 1977, Denzin, 1994, Lyotard, 1984).  There is “no account of oneself”, Butler suggests, “that does not, to some extent, conform to norms that govern the humanly recognizable, or negotiate those terms in some ways” (2001, p. 26). Britzman (2003, p. 13) and Cvetkovich (2003, p. 7) have indicated a second situation with regard to representation –  the fact that we miss, lose, resist, and forget what has happened to us, particular if the events were traumatic. Practicing writers have celebrated rather than regretted these challenges. David Lodge (2002, p. 10) suggests that the intimate connection between literature and identity has placed literature a step ahead of science in its representation of consciousness. Denzin points to the works of James Joyce as a successful attempt to ‘unhinge’ our discourse from “the concept of a stable world out there” (1994, p. 304). Through language, we are able to explore and create our shifting understandings of self, world, and others.


Since language has these capacities to reflect cognition, it can be hypothesized that when writers pay attention to the construction of their stories, they end up exploring their own identities. Jane Gallop (2000, p. 11) believes that close reading can replace the ‘projection’ of the familiar (lovely knowledge) with the surprise of  “something new” (difficult knowledge).  Others (Edelman, 2004; Author 2, 2002) have taken this further, suggesting that in order to even create a coherent identity, human beings must be aware of other minds and note that these other minds are also aware of other minds.  Lisa Zunshine (2006, p. 6) has examined this process of ‘mind reading’ (‘theory of mind’) more closely, arguing that artistic representations engage us in the practice of skills that are crucial to our survival. Such skills include a process that Zunshine (ibid, p. 5) describes as “source monitoring”. She believes that fiction represents many levels of intentionality simultaneously. 
Methodology
Author 2 and Author 1 shared the facilitation of the research group, with Author 2 leading the reading component and Author 1 the writing. The strategies and methods used reflect Pinar’s (1994) process of currere.
1. Close, focused reading of core texts
2. Close Writing
3. Introduction of theory

4.  Reflection

5.  Individual interviews 

6.  Discussion

7) Reflexive pedagogy

Data: White Handle Knives


Reflexive pedagogy in action: Teaching on the fly


On the occasion considered here,  the researchers had followed an emergent discussion on the topic of home and exile in response to reading Unless (Shields, 2002), Vertigo (DeSalvo, 1996), and The Well of Loneliness (R. Hall, 1928). They unsettled and complicated the discussion by switching activities from text to writing, then to discussion of that writing, then back to text, and then to theory. Next, they invited the participants to step back into individual reflection and write again, asking each of the women to produce a narrative that might “stitch these [senses of loss and exile] together, give it a shape, an interpretation” (Author 2, Transcripts, December 7th, 2007).  
 
The Exile’s Return

 One of the participants, Bridget, began somewhat inauspiciously by framing her piece with a passage from Vertigo (p. 227) rejecting scholarly introversion in favor of “taking tea, learning to bake bread” and pairing this with a reference from Unless about the superiority of the heart to the brain. Totally ignoring the guidelines, Bridget offered a spirited recitation of “The Exile’s Return” (McCarthy, 2007), a poem by the 19th century philosopher John Locke  that offers an uncomplicated, celebratory, and romantic picture of Ireland. 
On the one hand, Bridget’s reading of “An Exile’s Return” expressed an uncomplicated attachment to the place of her birth and girlhood, a conviction that was so strongly source-monitored that it had become unquestioned – an item of ‘lovely knowledge’. On the other, Bridget also admitted that she could never live in Ireland because of the homophobic culture – knowledge that was truly difficult to accept. Author 1 drew her attention to this creative tension and suggested that she consider it in revising her work.  
Revision

Bridget decided to take a closer look at “The Exile’s Return” and in doing so, uncovered an important insight. “It was home where I learned that I was loved unconditionally,” she wrote. “I wanted to still think that that was true, but it really wasn’t.” Bridget came to another realization: “[t]he one part that was real for me was the line in the poem ‘the heart that will sigh for the absent land’” (Transcripts, September, 2008). 
Six months later, the two researchers asked the women to write again about home, exile, and belonging. Here is the piece that Bridget wrote in response: 
White Handle Knives

Fionnuala was always fascinated with white handle knives. When she was a very small child white handle knives were the cutlery that was used in her home. The handles were made of bone and she called them white handle knives.


Fionnula grew up and left home. There were no more white handle knives. The knives that were used were cold stainless steel. She experienced this as another way of missing her home.


As the years progressed Fionnuala met her partner. They set up a home together. There were still no white handle knives. They appeared to be an item that was no longer in use anywhere. 


When her partner’s mother died she inherited some household items. One of them was a wooden box of silverware. Imagine Fionnuala’s surprise when she opened the box and there among the “Made in Sheffield” silverware was a set of white handle knives, forks and fish knives.


When Fionnuala went back home to Ireland to visit she said to her mother: Where are our white handle knives?” Her mother looked at her fondly, smiled and replied: “We don’t use them any more. When you were a wee girl you threw them all in the fire because you liked to see them blaze up”.


To this day Fionnuala uses white handle knives and forks. She will always be connected to home and family through white handle knives. 



(Transcripts, September, 2008)
Discussion


In terms of its simple language, strong plot, use of repetition, and vibrant central image, “White Handle Knives” neatly employs the elements of parable or fable – a form with which we had experimented. The tale is highly embodied – it shows rather than tells. The white handle knives are skillfully used as an extended metaphor, and the adjective ‘cold’ here is one of Bridget’s few, and highly effective, indulgences in this regard. Though Bridget does allow herself a moment of exposition, it is resonant and sparing: “She experienced this as another way of missing her home.” This fable unpicks some subtle intellectual nuances – though Fionnuala recreates a sense of ‘home’, exile still brings regrets: “There were still no white handle knives.” It takes a while for new traditions to be established when generational continuity is lost. It is not until her partner’s mother dies, passing on a set of “Made in Sheffield” silverware, that Fionnuala’s partner can provide her a complete home . When Fionnuala revisits her family, she finds, like other exiles, that though she has clung faithfully to old conventions, her family has abandoned them – they no longer use the white handle knives. What’s more, though Fionnuala remembers loving the knives, she has entirely forgotten the fact that she threw them in the fire to watch them burn! Even as a child, Fionnuala was an iconoclast, fond of seeing the explosive consequences of adventure.  

In the writing of this piece, Bridget forged a more integrated understanding of her personal imagery. She understood that her tendency to nostalgia had distorted her memories of ‘home’, that it is possible to recreate traditions differently, that through these realizations, she could connect more realistically to family and to home and understand  that her mother saw and loved those very qualities of transgression that made her feel that she did not belong. 

Significance of Study

When we write memoir, we practice the complex cognitive processes required by theory of mind. This may not be the case in unexamined first draft work, but will occur more often as we work with the multiple levels of intentionality involved in writing narrative by shifting points of view, remembering new details, incorporating other ideas, and trying to unpick our own motivations and those of others, or to represent them more accurately. The process of revision is a useful way to sort through our experiences in order to make better sense of them. Many practicing writers report an element of surprise in this process of examination, which Felman and Laub (1992, p. 7) have theorized as the encounter of strangeness that happens when we produce “unintended and unintentional” testimony in unconscious acts (ibid, p. 15) to stumble upon ourselves as an observer might. For her part, Britzman (2006, p. 12) suggests that “making words from things has therapeutic action” as free association transports discourse into “the realm of the unapparent, the erased, the unnoticed, and the things one did not mean to say”.
The ‘story’ of this piece of writing suggests that teaching and learning is not a simple pairing of one pedagogical ‘cause’ with a happy learning ‘effect’ but something much more difficult to identify. It leaves us with the following question - How can curriculum encourage effortful literary practices that create opportunities to alter personal, social, and cultural bodies of knowledge?
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